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ABSTRACT
The Hero’s Journey is well-known amongst storytellers the world over as a useful structure to
create compelling characters and engaging plots, though many see its use as derivative and
uninspired. After its explosion in popularity in the 1970s, audiences have come to expect stories
to hit every step of the Hero’s Journey beat-for-beat.

This thesis will explore the history of the Hero’s Journey, from its conception to its modern
interpretation. It will examine the individual parts that can elevate this simple structure into a
complex narrative. By navigating the works of both Christopher Vogler and John Yorke, this
thesis will demonstrate how the Hero’s Journey fits into the framework of the more compelling
Five-Act Structure, which places a greater emphasis on the importance of the midpoint in a story
than the Three-Act Structure. Secondly, this thesis will explore the infamous case of Disney’s
animated film The Black Cauldron and its use of the Hero’s Journey in comparison to Lloyd
Alexander’s book series The Chronicles of Prydain, from which The Black Cauldron was
adapted. It will analyze the movie’s failings as a compelling story and where it could have
succeeded under different circumstances. Finally, I will share my approach to a readaptation of
Alexander’s The Chronicles of Prydain, specifically the second book, The Black Cauldron.
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PART ONE: THE THEORY BEHIND THE HERO’S JOURNEY
Joseph Campbell and the Monomyth
The day before my midterm thesis review, I met with my sequential illustration professor
to discuss my thoughts and anxieties for the following morning. The previous week had been a
rather difficult one in comparison to preceding weeks, as I was recovering from an autistic
meltdown and subsequent shutdown event triggered by a previous presentation of my thesis
work. It was one more bad week to add to my already generous collection.
I voiced my frustration over my struggles with public speaking and my fears of another
meltdown, and in a moment of sheer exasperation with my situation I said, “It’s like I’m looking
into the deepest part of the cave, and I know I have to go there, but I’m terrified I can’t, so I’m
just staring into this void, not knowing what’s going to happen next.” My professor was silent for
a moment as he contemplated my words. Then he said, “Sage, from my perspective, you’ve
already been to the cave, and you’ve come out the other side. You have your elixir; you just
need to make your way home.”
Comparative mythologist and author Joseph Campbell had this to say about the parallels
drawn between the real world and the world of mythic storytelling:
“The journey of the hero…I consider the pivotal myth that unites the
spiritual adventure of ancient heroes with the modern search for meaning.
As always, the hero must venture forth from the world of common-sense
consciousness into a realm of supernatural wonder. There he encounters
fabulous forces—demons and angels, dragons and helping spirits. After a
fierce battle he wins a decisive victory over the powers of darkness. Then
he returns from his mysterious adventure with the gift of knowledge or of
fire, which he bestows on his fellow man” (Campbell, 1971, as cited by
the Joseph Campbell Foundation in The Journey of the Hero, n.d).
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Campbell detailed his literary theory of the monomyth—the idea that all the world’s myths
follow a similar narrative structure--in his highly-acclaimed book The Hero with a Thousand
Faces, published in 1949. Later on, the term ‘monomyth’ would eventually be replaced with the
now familiar ‘Hero’s Journey’, focusing more on the personal growth of the hero protagonist
throughout the story and less on the world-spanning connective fibers that Campbell believed
united every myth of every ancient culture through a singular narrative track. The Hero’s
Journey is widely regarded as a reliable—though not always crucial—aid in the realm of
storytelling when it comes to establishing and resolving satisfactory character arcs. It lays out a
series of beats that the hero will inevitably dance to as they grow, adapt, and learn during their
journey.
Mention the Hero’s Journey to any group of storytellers, and the reactions will be heavily
divided. Many creatives see the Hero’s Journey as a helpful tool in crafting a believable
character arc within a compelling narrative. Others view it as a crutch for untalented writers to
reel in the cash from heartless screenplays or novels, or as a hindrance placed upon their
creativity by production and publishing companies to achieve the same overwhelming success as
Hero’s Journey-derived stories such as the original Star Wars trilogy directed by George Lucas
in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In fact, Lucas’s vehement support of Campbell’s monomyth
was what drove him to write Luke Skywalker’s character arc to fit within the Hero’s Journey
archetype beat for beat, launching Campbell’s theory into popular culture. “The fact that Lucas
had used Campbell’s monomyth as his tool for bottling magic did not go unnoticed,” wrote Salon
contributor John Higgs in his analysis of Campbell’s influence on Lucas’s popular films, “As far
as Hollywood was concerned, The Hero’s Journey was the goose that laid the golden eggs”
(2015). After Star Wars’ unforeseen success by Hollywood, other aspiring screenwriters,
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directors, and producers alongside major studio corporations jumped onto the Hero’s Journey
bandwagon, churning out generic rehashes of the same story archetype. Because studios saw
gold to be had by doing so, for many creative minds working within Hollywood at the time, it
felt as though the monomyth had “[gained] a stranglehold over the structure of cinema” (Higgs,
2015). According to producer and writer John Yorke’s book Into the Woods: A Five-Act Journey
into Story (2015), Guillermo del Toro, renowned director of Pan’s Labyrinth (2006), The Shape
of Water (2017), and Netflix’s Tales of Arcadia series (2016-2018), had this to say of the hero’s
journey and other film theory structures:
“You have to liberate people from [film theory], not give them a corset in
which they have to fit their story…Our curse is that the film industry is 80
percent run by the half-informed. You have people who have read Joseph
Campbell and Robert McKee, and now they’re talking to you about the
hero’s journey, and you want to fucking cut off their dick and stuff it in
their mouth” (p. xix).
The Hero’s Journey archetype is hardly the only way to write a compelling narrative,
though it is one of the most popular, not only in large part due to Star Wars. There was also the
subsequent Bill Moyer’s PBS series Joseph Campbell and the Power of Myth in 1988, when
Campbell was introduced to the everyday public, where its appeal grew because of its roots in
individualism. The idea that the hero is the most important figure in a story, where audiences are
supposed to relate to this singular hero and find themselves within them, is one that feeds on the
American idea of individualism and self-sufficiency. The plot is inextricably wrapped around the
protagonists with the hero at its core; the only things that matter to the hero are what matter to
the audience: “This hero is the single most important person in the world of the story, a fact
understood not just by the hero, but by everyone else in that world. A triumph is only a triumph
3

if the hero is responsible, and a tragedy is only a tragedy if it affects the hero personally” (Higgs,
2015). While the cultural standard of individualistic narratives appearing in popular media has
seen a decline as more complex multi-character dramas such as HBO’s Game of Thrones (20112019) have captured the viewing public’s fancy, stories that focus solely on a singular hero, the
merits of the Hero’s Journey are still taught in film courses as a viable method of storytelling.
Despite del Toro’s obvious contempt for traditional film theory, many of his films follow the
Hero’s Journey, albeit in a looser manner, and oftentimes shows with multiple character arcs like
Game of Thrones will have characters that follow the more traditional path of the Hero’s
Journey, serving as an audience stand-in through whom the viewer learns about the world, i.e.
Jon Snow.
The monomyth, and by extension the modern interpretation of the Hero’s Journey, is
heavily coded as a fantasy archetype, possibly due to the coding of the term ‘hero’ in its origin.
Examples include high-fantasy works such as J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit (1937) and
subsequent The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955) trilogy along with director Peter Jackson’s film
interpretations in the early 2000s and 2010s, C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia (19501956) series, and Lloyd Alexander’s The Chronicles of Prydain (1964-1968) series. The word
‘hero’ evokes a character of mythic or fantastical origins, such as Herakles or King Arthur. They
are usually mortal, though some—as in the case of Herakles—are part divine or have some
aspect of supernatural essence imbued into their stories. They are responsible for feats beyond
what mortal man can, unifying a country in a reign of unrivaled peace and prosperity in the face
of a great evil (King Arthur) or accomplishing impossible tasks that would kill an ordinary man
forced upon them by the gods (Herakles). Stories like The Chronicles of Narnia and King Arthur
lore lean heavily into the fantasy aspect of the ‘chosen’ hero—the hero is selected by a magical

4

artifact or is heralded by prophecy, and only they can accomplish the task set before them, i.e.
saving the world. Less common in the realm of fantasy is the narrative of the self-chosen hero, a
hero who takes upon themselves a seemingly impossible task. The archetype-setting Lord of the
Rings trilogy has both a chosen and self-chosen hero in Frodo Baggins, as he is chosen by
Gandalf to take the ring of power to the elves, where he elects himself to carry it the rest of the
way to Mordor.

The Hero’s Journey Cycle
Seventeen Stages versus the Modern Twelve Stages
Campbell’s original layout of the Hero’s Journey was made up of seventeen stages
divided into two worlds, the ordinary world and the special world (Figure 1). He relies heavily
on Jungian psychology in his portrayal of a universal myth, equating the hero to one’s inner
psyche and the journey to one’s internal path of self-discovery. In her introduction to Campbell’s
2004 edition of The Hero with a Thousand Faces, psychoanalyst and author Dr. Clarissa Pinkola
Estés, Ph.D. says, “he puts forth the ancient idea…that the mysterious energy for inspirations,
revelations, and actions in heroic stories worldwide is also universally found in human
beings…That is, that the creative and spiritual lives of individuals influence the outer world as
much as the mythic world influences the individual” (2004, p. xxv). Both Estés and Campbell
lean into the Jungian aspect of storytelling, that stories are mirrors to life itself, seeking to
provide guidance in various circumstances. Campbell equates most ancient stories with the
concept of personal maturation, describing each of his seventeen stages as a step further from
childhood into adulthood, specifically with examples of myths born of initiation ceremonies
around periods of change in an individual’s life: birth, coming-of-age, marriage, and death. He
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posits that, like a hero who has returned to the place of their origin after a long journey, people
come “full circle, from the tomb of the womb to the womb of the tomb” during their lifetimes,
and that “it has always been the prime function of mythology and rite to supply the symbols that
carry the human spirit forward” (1949, p. 7-8). These universal symbols that Campbell has found
occurring in various mythos have formed the basis of modern archetypes found in stories: the
mentor, the threshold guardian, the woman as temptress, amongst others.1

Campbell’s original Hero’s Journey has found itself under scrutiny for its perceived sexism with its inclusion of the
woman as temptress stage and its male-centric focus.
1
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Figure 1: An Illustration of Campbell's Hero's Journey as described in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949).

However, most modern storytellers follow a simpler twelve-stage model established by
Disney script analyst Christopher Vogler in The Writer’s Journey (1993) and summarized by
Yorke in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Vogler's 12-Stage Hero's Journey as described in The Writer’s Journey (1993).

Most modern stories follow Vogler’s version of the Hero’s Journey, albeit some looser
than others, and various storytellers emphasize different stages by reducing the significance of
others depending on the storyteller’s personal tastes and the needs of the story. In his book,
Vogler points out that while the Hero’s Journey can fall into the pit of formulaic tendencies, it
should be treated much more as a general form that can be manipulated into a variety of stories
8

rather than as an end all, be all structure.2 As he puts it, “the waystations of the Hero’s Journey
emerge naturally even when the writer is unaware of them…Consider these twelve stages as a
map of the Hero’s Journey, one of many ways to get from here to there, but one of the most
flexible, durable and dependable” (p. 33-34). Some writers condense the journey even further
into nine distinct stages.

The Concept of Change
All variations of the Hero’s Journey are built on the concept of change. The hero begins
their journey as a particular kind of person and, through trials and tribulations, ends their journey
as a different person. The conflict on the journey arises because of the hero’s former being
clashing with facets of the new as they learn and grow. Change within the hero is often driven by
the hero’s internal need, as this is what sends the hero on their journey to begin with. “[The
protagonist] learn[s] the quality they need to achieve their goal; or, in other words, they change,”
states Yorke in Into the Woods: A Five-Act Journey into Story. “Change is thus inextricably
linked to dramatic desire: if a character wants something, they are going to have to change to get
it” (2013, p. 45-46). A successful execution of the Hero’s Journey will present a hero that is
measurably different at the end of the story from their former self at the beginning. Otherwise,
the journey is not a journey at all but a day-in-the-life snapshot of a stagnant character. In this
sense, the Hero’s Journey structure is a mirror to life itself, for what is life but a series of internal

Vogler also addresses the conflict between artistic originality derived from intuition and broader formulaic
methods of creativity: “Artists who operate on the principle of rejecting all form are themselves dependent on form”
(p. 12). There must be a common formula well-known and understood by most audiences for truly ‘original’ work to
stand out from the mire at the risk of alienating a large section of said audiences. In summation, the extent of
formula being used in a story or work of art is inversely proportional to the originality of the work and the
audience’s ability to relate to that work through familiar contexts.

2
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and external events that force a person to change? As Yorke explains, “Change is the bedrock of
life and consequently the bedrock of narrative” (2013, p. 46).
It should come as no surprise then that many popular Hero’s Journey stories are centered
on adolescent protagonists: Harry Potter, Percy Jackson, Taran the Assistant Pig-Keeper, among
numerous others. Adolescence is all about change—physically, mentally, emotionally, and
spiritually—as a young person blooms into adulthood, and there couldn’t be a better metaphor
for this turbulent period as a preteen protagonist stumbling over a magical artifact or into a
fantastic world and needing to contend with the changes these encounters bring. Like children
who fear the challenges adolescence brings, a young hero who is inexplicably sent on a journey
into an unknown world, without much by way of consent, serves as a reflection of the audiences’
struggles.

Want versus Need
Whilst in the ordinary world, we learn what our hero desires most at this moment (their
want), but a good storyteller will clue us in to what the hero must come to learn (their need).
Very rarely are a hero’s want and need the same thing; for instance, a pre-journey hero may be
yearning for the hand of a beautiful girl in their home village, but they embark on a journey that
leads them to a different conclusion. The friction brought on by the hero’s blatant want versus
their hidden need establishes the trajectory of their character arc that will be followed throughout
their journey. John Yorke, author of Into the Woods: A Five-Act Journey into Story, describes
this character struggle: “What a character thinks is good for them is often at odds with what
actually is. This conflict…appears to be one of the fundamental tenets of structure, because it
embodies the battle between external and internal desire” (p. 10).
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Three-Act Structure versus Five-Act Structure
Anyone who has read a book or watched a movie will be familiar with the three-act
structure. Dividing a story into beginning, middle, and end is an effective way to establish a
progressing narrative, and the Hero’s Journey framework fits comfortably within it. Vogler states
that the three-act structure “can be regarded as representing the hero’s decision to act, the action
itself, and the consequences of the action,” with the crossing of the first threshold serving as the
bridge between acts one and two, and the road back after the hero undergoes the ordeal and
seized their reward connecting act two to act three (The Writer’s Journey, p. 38). According to
John Yorke, each act is also divisible into three parts, meaning that each act is a self-contained
narrative: “Acts are a unit of action bound by a character’s desire. They have their own
beginning, middle, and end, the latter of which spins the narrative off in a new and unexpected
direction” (Into the Woods, p. 25). This pattern gives the overall story a consistent ebb and flow
of rhythm: action rising, climaxing, falling, and repeating. People naturally gravitate toward a
rhythm of three in storytelling, as the saying goes, ‘Third time’s the charm,’ and this may not be
a mere coincidence. As young children we learn in a three-part process by observing a new
phenomenon, studying this new phenomenon, and bringing our newfound knowledge into the
fold of our preexisting know-how. “It’s thesis, antithesis, synthesis,” says Yorke (2014, p. 27).
However, Yorke makes an argument that the once-popular Five-Act Structure may be a
more effective method of storytelling in that it simply breaks the second act of the Three-Act
Structure into three parts, allowing for more refinement.3 In many narratives that rely on the

The Five-Act Structure was widely popular during the Roman Classical period, as established by the poet Horace
in his work Ars Poetica: “Let no play be either shorter or longer than five acts, if when once seen it hopes to be
called for and brought back to the stage” (1955, pg. 467). It was revived during the Renaissance era, most notably

3
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Three-Act Structure, the second act tends to grow stagnant as the hero or heroes flounder
towards the final act. Almost all storytellers attempt to support the overarching plot with one or
more subplots, typically of the romantic variety, and while skilled storytellers can successfully
navigate this tangled knot to its satisfying conclusion, it is more common for the narrative to lose
sight of its destination. The Five-Act Structure is divided as thus:
1. Exposition, or the establishment of the story’s status quo;
2. Complications, or the presentation of the challenge the hero must
face;
3. Action Climax, or the trials the hero must endure;
4. Falling Action, or the final challenge the hero must overcome with
all they’ve learned;
5. And Resolution, or the establishment of the new status quo.
According to Yorke, “[The Hero’s Journey] is flawed and simplistic, but it is useful in helping to
prise open some key elements of structural design,” particularly when applying Vogler’s
interpretation of the Hero’s Journey to the Five Act Structure, as shown in Figure 3. The
combination of Vogler’s interpretation with the Five-Act Structure also allows for a more solid
midpoint to be established, whereas in the Three-Act Structure, such an important part of the
narrative may be minimized or accidentally neglected.

being used as the general structure of William Shakespeare’s plays, possibly due to the frequent need to trim candles
during performances.
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Figure 3: Yorke's Five-Act Structure applied to Vogler's 12-Stage Hero's Journey, as described in Into the Woods: A
Five-Act Journey into Structure (2013).

The Midpoint
The midpoint of both the Hero’s Journey and the Five-Act Structure line up where the
hero must undergo an ordeal—usually an internal one—and is often illustrated by the hero
journeying into a cave or abyss of some sort. This is where the hero discovers the elixir that will
aid them in their final challenge and ultimately help the ordinary world, but only if they survive
13

the ‘belly of the beast’. It is important to note that the midpoint of the story is not always the
most exciting part—that honor is often reserved for the final battle—but it still holds a
substantial weight in the story. “A new ‘truth’ dawns on our hero for the first time; the
protagonist has…found the ‘elixir’ to heal their flaw,” writes Yorke in his chapter The
Importance of the Midpoint, “But there’s an important caveat…they don’t quite know how to
handle it correctly” (Into the Woods, p. 58). This caveat sets up the drama of the second half of
the narrative as the hero learns how to apply the ‘elixir’ to his journey and gain mastery over it.
Most importantly, the midpoint serves as the point of no return for the hero. They cannot go back
to being the person they were before retrieving the ‘elixir’, though they will often try. Midpoints
also mark the place in the story where the danger becomes more prevalent in the story; now that
the hero has their reward, the risks of keeping it have dramatically increased. Going back now
would only ensure the hero’s self-destruction.

Making the Hero’s Journey Compelling
The Hero’s Journey is not the pinnacle of peak storytelling, but neither is it an objectively
bad story structure. There is a reason that so many popular stories follow this formula, from
ancient Arthurian tales to modern superhero legends: it is a relatable, easily transferable structure
that can hook an audience in the opening minutes and keep them hooked if done correctly. But,
to paraphrase Shakespeare, therein lies the rub, for how does one use the Hero’s Journey
effectively?
“I believe the basic metaphor of most stories is that of the journey, and
that good stories show at least two journeys, outer and inner, an outer
journey in which the hero tries to do something difficult or get something,
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and an inner journey in which the hero faces some crisis of the spirit or
test of character that leads to transformation” (Vogler, p. 293).
As mentioned previously, the Hero’s Journey easily becomes stale if that is all the writer is
relying upon. On its own this structure works well for, say, one or two stories, but as the third
copy-and-paste narrative is released, followed by more, the formula renders its narratives
predictable and soulless. Therefore, while the framework of this structure is reliable for
supporting a story, what really fleshes it out into a compelling and breathing narrative are the
components that we have previously mentioned: the amount of change a hero undergoes from
start to end of the journey, which is initiated by the conflict presented between the hero’s want
and need, and the journey’s final payoff—were the trials and tribulations thrown the hero’s way
worth the ultimate reward? The reward of a hero simply seeing the world in a new light can be
just as satisfying of an ending as a hero saving the world from destruction, depending on how
well the hero’s want and need are interwoven into the Hero’s Journey framework, and how well
the contrast of change within the hero is illustrated from the beginning to the ending.
Director Guillermo del Toro declared that the Hero’s Journey was unoriginal and
overdone, and unfortunately in many cases of film and animation studios attempting to capitalize
on a successful formula, he is correct.

PART TWO: THE HERO’S JOURNEY IN ACTION
A Case Study: The Chronicles of Prydain versus The Black Cauldron
In 1966, American author Lloyd Alexander published the final book in his awardwinning children’s fantasy series The Chronicles of Prydain. Heavily influenced by his travels in
Wales and his fascination with Welsh literature—particularly The Mabinogion—Alexander’s
15

five-part series followed young Taran, Assistant Pig-Keeper, on his quest to become a hero.
Brimming with colorful deuteragonists such as the Princess Eilonwy, the bard Fflewddur Fflam,
and the strange, hairy creature Gurgi, and set in a world steeped in old magic and high fantasy,
The Chronicles of Prydain are the quintessential example of a successfully executed Hero’s
Journey in action just a decade before George Lucas’s Star Wars: A New Hope launched the
structure into popular culture. Five years later, Walt Disney Studios purchased the rights to adapt
Alexander’s work, though nothing came of it for quite some time.
After Walt Disney’s death in 1966, the company fell into what is now known as the
Bronze Age of animation. The studio was struggling not only to find its footing without its
visionary founder but also to claw its way out of financial decline. Films released by Disney
during the 1970s and early 1980s, such as The Aristocats (1970), The Rescuers (1977), and The
Fox and the Hound (1981), were stylistically and narratively different from the studio’s earlier
fairytale-based films. Due in part to a new generation of animators being ushered in (not
necessarily a bad thing, it was bound to happen eventually) the animated features released during
this period did not receive as much success at the box office as previous films. This was a time in
popular culture when high fantasy role-playing games like Dungeons and Dragons and fastpaced action-adventure films like Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) were all the rage, and Disney
thought it might be able to regain its former glory as the pinnacle of animation by adapting
Alexander’s The Chronicles of Prydain into a full-length film titled The Black Cauldron (Figure
4). According to Disney animator and illustrator Michael Peraza in a blog post titled “Cauldron
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of Chaos—Part 1”, The Black Cauldron “was to be an epic project” for the studio, and the
tagline of the project heralded it as “[the] Snow White for the new generation” (2010).

Figure 4: The original 1985 poster for Disney's The Black Cauldron (1985), dir. by Ted Burman and Richard Rich.

However, the project was continuously delayed due to studio chief Ron Miller’s concerns
that his young, untried team of animators—including the likes of Tim Burton and John
Lasseter—would not be able to handle a film on such a massive scale. It was finally pushed into
production in 1981 by one of the company’s veteran artists Joe Hale, who elected to adapt the
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narratives of Alexander’s first two books—The Book of Three (1964) and The Black Cauldron
(1965), the latter of which provided the film its name—into a more condensed and streamlined
story, electing to keep some elements and eliminating others in order to fit into a ninety-minute
runtime. The film also follows the Hero’s Journey formula quite loyally; however, it feels onedimensional, with an uneven—and uncertain—momentum coursing throughout.4

The Flaws of the Adaptation
The greatest reason for this discrepancy is the variances in character growth that Taran
goes through in both iterations. In The Chronicles of Prydain, the amount of change Taran
undergoes is tremendous, evolving from a brash, impulsive, and prideful youth into a humble,
thoughtful, and courageous young man worthy of high kingship, but this change occurs at a
natural pace for the character. Each installment of the series illustrates smaller increments of
growth in his character, with the most substantial amount of change occurring in the fourth book,
when Taran embarks on a personal journey of spiritual death and rebirth—a reflection of the
fourth act of the Five-Act Structure and the stage of the Hero’s Journey before the hero crosses
the final threshold into the ordinary world once more.

It really is no wonder that the film suffered so, thanks in large part to its chaotic conception and production.
Despite being heralded as the “Snow White for the new generation” and being used as a lure to draw new animators
to Disney, production was rife with turmoil due to the infamous departure of Don Bluth and half of the animation
staff from the company in 1979 and an industry-wide strike in the early 1980s. Moreover, studio head Ron Miller
was replaced by Michael Eisner, Jeffrey Katzenberg, and Frank Wells—none of whom had much interest in The
Black Cauldron and the animation department. “[Eisner] explained that he grew up loving all the wonderful Disney
characters,” animator Michael Peraza noted, quoting Eisner as saying, “After all, who could ever forget Heckle and
Jeckle and Mighty Mouse?” (2010). None of these characters are a part of the Disney franchise. Peraza, who served
as a mediator between the directors and animators for The Black Cauldron, was very much aware of the growing
schism between the two groups, as well as another rift forming between the older generation of animators who had
worked for the studio in the height of its Golden Age and the younger artists eager to establish their own style and
way of storytelling. Katzenberg cutting nearly twelve minutes’ worth of fully colored animation sequences did not
help the film’s already weak and failing narrative.
4
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As a side-effect of Alexander’s storytelling strategy, the amount of change Taran goes
through is not that prevalent in each book. For instance, from the beginning of the first book to
its ending, Taran does not grow much as a character, other than stating to his guardian Dallben,
“I have returned to the chamber I slept in and found it smaller than I remember…And I am
troubled, for I wonder now if I am to be a stranger in my own home” (The Book of Three, p.
186). This is largely due to Alexander writing each book as a reflection of each of the stages in
the Five-Act Structure, therefore acting as increments to the overall Hero’s Journey. Disney only
adapted the first two books into one feature-length film, thereby only showing the audience the
first two acts in Taran’s overarching narrative. Aside from the books, film Taran’s journey feels
wholly unfinished because he doesn’t ever return home with the metaphorical elixir in a
substantial sense. Film Taran yearns to be a knight—in comparison to book Taran wanting to be
a hero—and both Tarans are led onto a journey that aims to teach them what being a knight/hero
means. Both Tarans show blatant arrogance in thinking that they will be the best, only to be
confronted with the disastrous results of their naivety by nearly failing. Yet book Taran’s journey
occurs at a more natural pace, each book establishing another cornerstone in the Hero’s Journey
archetype, culminating into Taran’s return to the ordinary world with his personal elixir in the
fifth book: that of embracing himself for who he is and not for what he is not. The film doesn’t
even grant the audience the satisfaction of Taran returning to his home in Caer Dallben to reunite
with his guardian (who set the story in motion to begin with), aside from a simple illustration of
Taran and his companions overlooking his home during the end credits (Figure 5). Even if we
were to only consider the two books upon which the film was based, while book Taran isn’t
necessarily at home per se, he is amongst those that he would consider his family, reminiscing to
his idol and mentor Prince Gwydion, “It is strange…I had longed to enter the world of men. Now
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I see it filled with sorrow, with cruelty and treachery, with those who would destroy all around
them,” to which the prince counsels, “Yet, enter it you must, for it is a destiny laid on each of us”
(The Black Cauldron, p. 177). Here Taran lays out what he has learned from this stage in his
journey, solidifying that he has grown as a person, even if it is just from a naive and arrogant
pigkeeper to a more aware and humbled pigkeeper. In the film, however, even after the creature
Gurgi’s self-sacrifice to the Black Cauldron and ultimate revival, there is no thread connecting
Gurgi’s sacrifice to Taran’s personal journey of becoming a “knight.” In fact, after the midpoint
of the film, Taran’s preoccupation with knighthood is entirely dropped. While one could argue
that Taran giving up his magical sword to the three witches in order to revive Gurgi would be the
pinnacle of Taran learning what it would take to make a knight—by way of sacrifice—that
connection is never fully realized by the characters, remaining a loose thread.

Figure 5: The Companions' return home is only shown in an end credits illustration. From Disney's The Black
Cauldron (1985), dir. by Ted Burman and Richard Rich.

Another point of contention between the books and the film is that of Taran’s relationship
to the villain. In the books, the penultimate villain is Arawn Death-lord, an evil king who is
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attempting to claim all Prydain as his, and who remains a shadowy, foreboding figure in the
background until the final installment of the series, The High King. In Disney’s The Black
Cauldron, it was decided that the role of the all-powerful and menacing dark lord would be given
to the Horned King, whose original role was that of an early minor villain in the service of
Arawn in The Book of Three. This change in itself is understandable; from a superficial
standpoint, the Horned King slips into the casting of Arawn Death-lord rather seamlessly, and
really the only people who might complain about this change would be those who have read the
books. However, the team behind the film forgot to incorporate Taran’s original relationship to
Arawn Death-lord into his new dynamic with the Horned King. While Taran never meets Arawn
face-to-face until the very end of the final book, Arawn is written as a cautionary tale as to what
might become of Taran if he isn’t able to keep his pride in check and grow as a person. Like
many great hero-villain pairings in Hero’s Journey stories—Frodo-Sauron and Luke-Darth
Vader, for instance—Arawn was an example of what Taran could become if he failed to
complete his personal journey. Throughout the books, it is established that Arawn came from
humble beginnings but sought glory throughout his life, allowing his pride to get the best of him
and devolving from a hero to a villain. It was this thread of comparison to Taran—who also
struggles greatly with his own pride—that allowed the audience to become invested in Taran’s
overarching journey, because the audience is given an example of what could become of Taran if
he fails to complete his character arc. In the film, this narrative thread connecting Taran to the
Horned King is completely dropped, relegating the Horned King as an unrelated ‘big bad’ that
Taran just has to defeat rather than a reflection on his personal growth, lessening the narrative
tension.
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During the production of the film, it has been alleged that ten to twelve minutes of nearly
completed animation was cut shortly before The Black Cauldron was slated to release, resulting
in choppy jump-cuts, scene transitions, and character-background inconsistencies, although one
might argue that the greatest loss to the narrative were the cut scenes pertaining to pinnacle
character moments. Scenes of Taran, Eilonwy, and Fflewddur Fflam, the main trio for a great
portion of the film, conversing and bantering with each other were trimmed down or deleted
altogether, causing the three Companions to lack a solid bond amongst them. Most notably,
many scenes pertaining to Fflewddur Fflam were cut, relegating one third of the main trio to a
mere tag-along. Another noteworthy scene lost in this mass edit was that of the Companions
attempting to destroy the titular Black Cauldron after they had finally gotten it from the Witches
of Morva, meaning that their main reasoning as to why they seek out the Black cauldron is
completely forgotten: they want to destroy it, thus thwarting the Horned King, but are unable to
do so due to its dark magic. It is baffling that this pivotal moment, the moment where the
Companions face their greatest setback in the film, is entirely missing. These scenes, along with
other minor cuts, all add up to a narrative that is simultaneously rushed yet stretched too thin,
revealing tears in the story where there shouldn’t be any.
It is rather difficult to compare Lloyd Alexander’s The Book of Three and The Black
Cauldron to Disney’s animated interpretation, since through the process of adaptation they are
essentially two different stories. As Alexander had commented upon his viewing of Disney’s The
Black Cauldron:
“First, I have to say, there is no resemblance between the movie and the
book. Having said that, the movie in itself, purely as a movie, I found to
be very enjoyable. I had fun watching it. What I would hope is that
anyone who sees the movie would certainly enjoy it, but I’d also hope that
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they’d actually read the book. The book is quite different. It’s a very
powerful, very moving story, and I think people would find a lot more
depth in the book” (Alexander, as cited by Yesterworld Entertainment,
2021).
It is easy to see how Alexander would come to this conclusion. While Disney’s The Black
Cauldron is a serviceable film, the narrative is lacking in comparison to the work it was based
on. While some changes could have been made to the narrative, such as keeping the cut ten to
twelve minutes of story and a deeper examination of the hero’s relationship to the villain, these
things would not have elevated the film to the greatness of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. It
would have taken a thorough overhaul of the entire story, reworking Taran’s motivations as a
character to be more fully integrated into the narrative, and a larger emphasis on his character arc
in contrast to the Horned King. Really, Lloyd Alexander’s The Chronicles of Prydain may be
better suited for a television series, animated or otherwise, allowing the creative team to flesh out
character dynamics, wants, and needs. This change would lead to a more captivating and
memorable Hero’s Journey.
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PART THREE: THE VISUAL THESIS
For my visual thesis, I chose to focus on character development, prop design, and story
research, as these are areas of the visual development field that I am expressly interested in. Over
the course of working on my thesis, I discovered that my artistic process reflects the Hero’s
Journey, which is why I am so drawn to this story structure. I begin in my ordinary world of
what I already know about a story, then I make the decision to tackle that story and cross the
threshold into my special world of research and creativity. I relish the research process, digging
into the obscure and niche corners of history, mythology, and anthropology, searching for the
little golden nuggets that will breathe life into my story. As each project comes closer to its final
form, there will be a point where I find myself stuck with a difficult problem and I feel as though
I am stuck in a dark pit with no way out as I doubt my skills as an artist. Eventually I find a way
out of that pit—an elixir, if you will—and I make it back to the ordinary world with a finished
project.
I chose to reimagine the characters and important objects from The Black Cauldron, with
a greater focus on Lloyd Alexander’s original story over the Disney adaptation. Therefore, many
of the characters and props featured may greatly differ both in story importance and appearance
from what most Disney fans may be used to.
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Taran the Assistant Pigkeeper

Figure 6: Character spread of Taran, Assistant Pigkeeper of Caer Dallben and Alexander's endearing protagonist.

In Alexander’s first book The Book of Three, the protagonist Taran is written as strongwilled and naïve while also having a humble spirit that longs for more. He is the quintessential
preteen, eager to become a man and a hero but still oblivious to how the world works. I found
him to be a very relatable protagonist in the books, as Alexander never shied away from writing
Taran as a flawed character. This made Taran feel more grounded in the real world.
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The Companions

Figure 7: Character lineup of the Companions who accompany Taran on his many journeys throughout Prydain.

In The Book of Three, Taran meets his four most trusted friends: Eilonwy, the fiery
Princess of Llyr; Fflewddur Fflam, a runaway king-turned-bard; Gurgi, a cowardly yet loyal
hairy creature; and Doli, a tough-skinned Fair Folk with a heart of gold. The Companions, as
they come to be known, continue their adventure together in Alexander’s The Black Cauldron,
seeking to destroy the titular Cauldron that can raise an army of the dead.
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Figure 8: The Black Cauldron, also called by its older name, the Black Crochan. As the Companions carry it on
their journey, it grows heavier and heavier, seemingly taking on a life of its own.

In the first book, Taran and Eilonwy find the magic sword Dyrnwyn, which destroys the
unworthy with a bright fire when drawn. To illustrate the burden such a weapon brings, I
envisioned it being strapped to the bearer’s back, an allusion to a weight being on their shoulders

Figure 9: Interpretation of the magic sword Dyrnwyn as described in Alexander's The Book of Three.
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The Antagonists

Figure 10: Prince Ellidyr (left) and King Morgant (right), the two primary antagonists of Alexander's The Black
Cauldron.

Since I decided to focus primarily on reimagining Alexander’s The Black Cauldron with
some references to The Book of Three, the antagonists I explored are vastly different to what
most Disney fans are familiar with. In the book, the ‘big baddie’ is King Morgant of Cantrev
Madoc, a great, stoic hero who always fights for what is good until his greed and arrogance
consumes him. He begins as a distant ally to the Companions’ cause in finding and destroying
the Black Cauldron, but once it is in his grasp, he seeks to raise his own army of the undead and
conquer Prydain. After Madoc is killed in the final battle for the Cauldron, the heroes, led by
Prince Gwydion, lay Madoc to rest in an honorary burial mound, with rites fit for a fallen hero:
“Morgant?" Taran asked, turning a puzzled glance to Gwydion.
"How can there be honor for such a man?"
"It is easy to judge evil unmixed," replied Gwydion. "But, alas, in
most of us good and bad are closely woven as the threads on a
loom; greater wisdom than mine is needed for the judging”
(Alexander, p. 174).
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As an opposite to the Companions’ sword Dyrnwyn, Madoc’s sword (unnamed in the
book) is worn at his hip, demonstrating his command over the burden of power that
comes with kingship. However, the sigil on the blade begins to crack, illustrating the
disconnect between Madoc’s previous heroic self and his downfall to villainy.

Figure 11: King Morgant's sword, originally unnamed in the books.

Another antagonist in The Black Cauldron is Prince Ellidyr of Pen-Llarcau, who
joins the Companions as they search for the Cauldron. He serves as a foil to Taran; both
are poor in wealth and power, they both struggle with the flaw of pride, and they both
long to become heroes. What separates the two is that Taran learns humility early on and
comes to pity Ellidyr, whereas Ellidyr nearly loses himself to madness in his quest to be
the one who finds the Black Cauldron. He redeems himself at the end of the book by
sacrificing himself to the Cauldron, destroying it in the process.
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Research versus the End Product

Figure 12: Research for the design of the Black Cauldron.

I am an extremely detail-focused artist, which means that I put more emphasis on all the
little parts that tie a story together rather than the overall picture. My skillset is more research
orientated, working out all the little kinks in a sword design or how a character might move in a
series of motions. This aspect of visual development is far more interesting to me than creating a
finished illustration—I suppose one could say I enjoy the journey more than the destination.
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Conclusion
It is fitting that the success of the Hero’s Journey lies in the many parts that make up the
metaphorical journey rather than in the destination. Any writer can take the bare bones of
Campbell’s or Vogler’s structures and create a story, but only those who truly understand the
significance of the parts will bring forth works of art. As one such master of storytelling, Lloyd
Alexander leaves his readers with Taran’s thoughts on his own personal journey to heroism:
Taran nodded. “So be it,” he said. “Long ago I yearned to be a hero
without knowing, in truth, what a hero was. Now, perhaps, I understand it
a little better. A grower of turnips or a shaper of clay, a Commot farmer or
a king—every man is a hero if he strives more for others than for himself
alone. Once,” he added, “you told me that the seeking counts more than
the finding. So, too, must the striving count more than the gain”
(Alexander, The High King, p. 238).
We will never know if, during the tumultuous production of Disney’s The Black Cauldron, the
original concept put greater emphasis on the journey over the destination, but it is clear in the
final product that the creative team was just trying to hit the beats audiences had come to expect
from a high fantasy adventure. It has been roughly thirty-five years since the movie’s release,
and in this age of re-adapting and reimagining, it would not be a bad idea to revisit Prydain once
again.
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